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This exhibition presented an overview of the arts of Ferdinand Hodler 
(1853-1918), one of Switzerland’s major modern artists. Japan’s first 
Hodler retrospective was held in 1975 at the National Museum of 
Western Art and the Kyoto Municipal Museum of Art. This exhibition, 
held some four decades later, was only the second on Hodler in Japan. 
And indeed, during the intervening almost half century this artist’s name 
has been largely forgotten in Japan. Only a very few in Japan know of 
Hodler or his arts. This exhibition sought to re-create Hodler’s artistic 
process that spanned his life, and through the development of his painted 
image and the diversions along that path, show his own individual 
history. In the exhibition composition, we hoped that his constant move 
towards rhythm in paintings would emerge as a thematic core element 
throughout his life. This both revised the understood image of the painter 
and was also intended to offer a new image of Hodler’s arts to Japan.
Born into a poor family in Bern, he suffered through a traumatic 
childhood, having lost both his  parents and his siblings at a young age. 
Thus we can say that thoughts of death were not an unfamiliar part of 
his life. This became one of the favorable factors explaining Hodler’s 
affinity for the new symbolist arts that were being formulated in late 19th 
century Switzerland, primarily in Geneva. In other words, he worked 
as an artist driven by an unseen obsession, a viewpoint that can be seen 
when Mushanokoji Saneatsu emphasized Hodler’s “solitary state” in a 
1911 issue of the magazine Shirakaba, and thus might explain how the 
Japanese were particularly drawn to this somewhat gloomy image of the 
artist. 
And yet that stereotype is only applicable to Hodler during a certain 
period of his life. After creating his Eurhythmie (Eurythmy, Kunst 
Museum Bern) in 1895, with its sense of rhythms, it was during this 
transition to the 20th century that Hodler was transformed from paintings 
of life to the life of paintings. Hodler was probably also involved in a 
mutual influence relationship with Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, also active 
in Geneva during this period, and his theory of rhythm, as he sought to 
express in painting how modern dance and its belief in the moving body = 
expression of emotions.  This could further be expanded to the visualized 
spatial rhythm seen in the monumental murals decorating public spaces in 
the decorative art forms then being created by artists such as Pierre Puvis 
de Chavannes. Hodler had originally heralded Parallelism in paintings 
in which similar forms were repeated, discovering that the resonance 
between numerous images could then multiply the visual effects. 
This exhibition sought to have visitors experience this internalized 
rhythm in Hodler’s paintings, as we intentionally constructed the 
overall gallery space to form a sequence of images. In detail, in the 
repetitive arrangement of a group of works with the same composition, 
the body expression in a different group of paintings all worked to 
mutually connect the exhibition space. The inclusion of a large number 
of conceptual sketches for murals and drawings meant that we not only 
displayed the finished work, but also gave particular importance to the 
multiple potentials found in the process of reaching that final image. 
Of course this use of the drawings reflected the exhibition reality that 
the actual murals could not be moved to Tokyo for display. And yet, as 
realized in the climax of the exhibition, Section 6: View into Infinity: 
Never-Ending Dream of Rhythm, the display of new footage of the 
actual murals clarified the fact that the painter would select from all the 
countless potential compositions in order to inject a sense of rhythm into 
his painting.
There has been an active reconsideration of Swiss symbolist arts in 
recent years, and a number of retrospectives on Hodler’s central role in 
that movement have been held in major Western museums. The question 
overall of rhythm in the visual arts is also an important topic in Western 
aesthetics and philosophical debate in recent years, particularly within the 
German language academe. While faced with the challenge of attracting 
visitors to this exhibition, this exhibition was also memorable for its 
connection with such art historical and aesthetics interests.
 (Atsushi Shinfuji)
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